Traumagenics: At the intersect of childhood trauma, immunity and psychosis.
Early childhood trauma, including physical, sexual or emotional abuse, neglect, harm or threat of harm, is associated with adulthood dysregulation of the immune system. Trauma can induce chronic immune system activation. Associations between a chronic pro-inflammatory state and schizophrenia are an enduring finding of psychiatry, with elevated cytokine concentrations correlated with psychotic symptom severity. Most importantly, persons with schizophrenia and a history of childhood trauma demonstrate increased cytokine levels. Specific types of childhood trauma can also differentially impact the expression of unique immune markers. This study tested the hypotheses that levels of adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) would be associated with levels of peripheral immune activity assessed by IL6, IFNG, CXCL10, IRF1, STAT1 and TLR4 mRNA expression, and that there would be an association between ACEs and psychosis along a continuum from non-clinical controls (NCC) to psychotic disorders such as schizophrenia. These hypotheses were tested in 20 schizophrenia, 20 NCC. We found correlations between ACEs scores and immune markers, specifically IL6. We also found a positive association between ACEs and positive symptoms. Childhood trauma, through its effects on IL6, may be a risk factor for schizophrenia.